The Change and Popularity of Black Sea Music in Turkey—Regional Interferences with the Caucasian Musical Cultures, Social- and Market-driven Identity Discourses
Özge Çiğdem Denizci Görgülü
While the whole world with its manifold cultures is facing drastic changes in the 21st century, the music also changes, as in the case of Turkey.  One of those changes that involve identity-dominated folk genres is the so-called Black Sea Music—the origins of which can be searched/found and still performed in Eastern Black Sea Region in Turkey: mostly Laz, Hemşin, Georgian, etc. 

Since 1990s, this music is getting more and more popular. The increasing number of performers and their listeners brought forth this situation. Thus, it also rendered the penetration of other popular music genres (rock, pop, techno, etc.), instruments, markets, venues, … into Black Sea Music, consequently changing its very nature. 
Evolution/Transition of the songs: A sample song: Çayeli’nden Öteye
The cultural phenomenon of revival of folkloric music took place in Turkey in 1970s, similar to the ‘Western world’ of the 1960s. This revival was very welcomed on one hand, but on the other hand, there were obvious changes affecting the texture and perception of the given material—such as formal, instrumental and performative alterations and interpretations. Now a breakthrough: Due to the wind coming from the Psychedelic and Folk Rock scenes formed even a new, still fascinating genre, commonly called “Anatolian Rock” rooted in 1960s’Turkey (and found enthusiastic followers in 2010s’ international market). 
To give an example for these drastic changes through hybrid generic interactions, a very common Turkish traditional Black Sea song called Çayeli’nden Öteye might be considered. In this transitional process, the song has reached the masses and has been transformed the masses in turn. Among dozens of variants—or interpretations, one sample deserves attention: Barış Manço, an iconic leading figure of Anatolian Rock arranged and sang this song in a very individualistic manner up to the lyrics—this was the year 1976. Another popular variant of this folk song using jazz and psychedelic elements was made in 1979 by Okay Temiz, an internationally accepted jazz musician and percussionist.  After the paradigm change of the 1990s, the song got more and more famous gradually with contributions of rather famous personalities from diverse scenes and genres: Şevval Sam (eclectic folk), İsmail Türüt (popularistic Black Sea music), Bayar Şahin (folk), Muazzez Ersoy (“fantasy”—a hybrid branch of arabesque), Gupse Özay (not particularly a musician but a popular actress), Bilal Karaman (smooth jazz), and last but not least, a group of young girls from Malawi (who knows why and how?!), and the cartoon-character, the three-years-old Pepee… For sure, this is not the end of the weird list… 
Other devices for understanding the increase of the popularity of the Black Sea Music in the late 1990's
As people of Black Sea region often come on the agenda with their humoristic and stubborn peculiarities, in a scale between disgracing and self-criticism, with the changing and crystallization of identity discourses, the perspective on cultural idioms and products as conveyer of these traits also has changed drastically since 1990s—towards a far more serious and political direction.
Apparently, these identity discourses do not only involve Black Sea region. In the 1990s music has had a predominant role, for instance, in the disclosure of the Kurdish identity which meant to be a problematic issue for a decade. Sort of an embracement and legitimation—the welcomed popularity and consequent success of the Kurdish music as a tool for identity recognitions, was taken as a model for other identity-driven negotiations, including the Black Sea identities. Contempt, negative perception, addressed limitations, and other lees of discrimination, etc. have been wiped clean through music—what a fortune!—to a certain extend.
A glimpse to the background: In those years there have been numerous works which emphasized the diversity of languages within the country.  In 1997, Bosphorus Performing Arts Ensemble, then a rather amateur undertaking, released an album called Kardeş Türküler, boldly translated: “sisterhood of folksongs,” including many music examples with numerous languages representing the cultural diversity of Turkey. The album became immediately a huge success making the group a “nation”-wide celebrity. These selection of songs were not only in Kurdish, Arabic, Zaza, Turkish, Gypsy language but also, regarding the focus of this study, in Laz and Georgian—languages vividly spoken mainly in Turkey’s Black Sea region. With this popularity Kardeş Türküler exceeded the name of the album, and became the label of a particular music project/band which will continue to embody the music of various cultures on this land. By 2010 Sezen Aksu, an unique, “one-and-only,” iconic female musician with a certain political immunity, followed a similar path—consequently, legitimizing the issue with a stronger impact. On the other “coast,” one of the leading protest music bands, Grup Yorum also vocalized a traditional song in Laz language in their album Geliyoruz (Here we come!) album dated 1996. This slope turned out to be an indication of the widespread usage, or over-usage, and even sometimes the mis-usage of the ethnicities and their music(s) under the slogan of “solidarity of people,” not only by the groups with rather left-wing tendencies which give support to identity bargaining processes in the country. Both of the albums of Kardeş Türküler and Grup Yorum were released by Kalan Music which will embody an archive of musical culture of Turkey in the years to come. 
Moreover, the popularization of songs in differing languages and belongings in Anatolia became a subject of interests of academic studies—particularly in ethnomusicology—to concentrate on specifically ethnicity discourses. 

Another issue fueling this transition is the in-land mobility: Due to a migration flow from rural to urban areas, which started in the 1950’s, the migrating communities tried to maintain their identities and cultural characteristics in the arrived cities. Thus, 1980s witnessed the culmination of a phenomenon: “provincial diaspora,” mostly with negative undertones. Late 1990’s however, as an effect of the changing world and state policies as well, has witnessed the gradual acceptance of the existence of diverse identities—a slightly late “recognition.” 
This phenomenon, underscored with music, had projections on other media: Contemporary films not only told the story thereabouts: For instance, the transition of a young boy with a great voice—a singer to be—who came from the rural areas to work in suburban constructions, serves as a model, whereby the protagonist happens to be a role model for millions: “You can do it, too!” His native language, Kurdish, would now be portrayed, and the issue of origins—regional, ethnical, religious, etc. identities of such people treated with dignity. After the cinema, the same pattern would be observed on TV which appealed to the bigger masses. In the TV serials elements regarding the East of Turkey (tribal practices, feudal predominance) have been portrayed to a bigger extend. In other words, people migrating to bigger cities have started experimenting a new, yet alien, life practice and have found reflections of their urges, efforts, but also inabilities in adaptation processes to the metropolitan life on TV screen. Not excluding some “exotica,” these serials at first appealed to the general public, pointing to the Southern Eastern Region where the Kurdish population predominates. Soon after, the same path, now about Eastern Black Sea, started to be produced with immense success. Due to the jingles and underscoring songs in these productions, sung in another language, the “rest” of the country encounter and familiarize with such life-styles. Another aspect thereof is, that the people, now in urban diasporas, face their remote origins. “Invention of Tradition,” again
?
Let’s follow this path: Some leading musicians already active in the musical scene in Istanbul took on the mission of returning to their “roots,” their “original culture.” The names of Birol Topaloğlu and Zuğaşi Berepe (Kâzım Koyuncu) started to spread nationwide—not to forget about related neighbor countries. And their focus on documenting “source material” kick-started a fashion: Even people who were not musicians or compilers took recording devices in their hands and started collecting songs from elderly people in order to “protect their roots and origins.” The pioneering person was undoubtedly aforementioned Birol Topaloğlu, who later co-founded an independent label for such work (colchis). Fuat Saka, a popular and experienced song-writer originally from Trabzon, released an important album around the same period of time. His Lazutlar which was to become a series of albums was first released in 1997—decades after his first recordings. The same year, Bayar Şahin, a musician with Georgian origins released his first album Horona Çağrı including songs in Georgian and Laz languages.  

Just after the turn of Millennium, academic studies on Black Sea cultures have increased and gain speed. With the new trend of cultural studies, various works with documentary value have been published. What became popularized thereby was not only the music of Black Sea but also the surrounding cultures such as Laz, Hemşin and Georgian—with their manifold aspects.
Some highlights: In 2001 a young, award-winning director Özcan Alper shot Momi, the first short film in Hemşin language. In 2003 Ayşenur Kolivar, who was also a member of Kardeş Türküler, founded a group called Dalepe Nena (Sisters’ Voice) and continued her work on compiling Black Sea music at a scholarly level—as a part her graduate studies. In 2002 İberya Özkan Melaşvili, participated in First International Symposium on Traditional Polyphony organized in Tbilisi highlighting Maçahela Elderly Choir
.  In 2004 Mihriban Tanık, cut a documentary film called Maçahela Şarkıları (Maçahelas Songs) for TRT (The Turkish Radio and Television Corporation). Last but not least, Hikmet Akçiçek interpreted a selection of folk songs in Hemşin language and published these under Kalan Music label. All these above mentioned efforts had scholarly dimensions to certain extends and served to purposes of documentation.

Elegy

2000s were also the years Kâzım Koyuncu started to become popular. The aforementioned TV serials trend also embraced Koyuncu whose popularity gained speed with his musical contribution  for a serial called Gülbeyaz in 2002-2003. There, he had interpreted samples of Black Sea folkloric repertoire with various, common instruments. Some songs in Laz language immediately attracted the attention, consequently moving even musicians to perform Black Sea music with Turkish variations—in various genres
. Kâzım Koyuncu passed away in 2005 because of cancer related with the Chernobyl Disaster, which had affected many people especially in the North of Turkey. His too early death, nevertheless, added to his popularity among the masses. 
Koyuncu’s name turned out to become a label after his death.  Cultural centers were named after him, books for or about him were written and films were made. His music continued to be used in films and TV serials.  A title, to be cult, first sung by Birol Topaloğlu, but started to be popular mainly with Koyuncu, has a wicked story: Didou Nana, hence after Volkan Konak wrote Turkish lyrics and interpreted it in Turkish became popular for the masses. That the song—its lyrics and music—is by Nana Belkania
, yet blurred and overseen, anyway.

Rather recently, a feature film called Yağmur: Kıyamet Çiçeği (Rain—Apocalyptic Flower) portraying Kâzım Koyuncu as a head figure—or boldly said, using his name and affinity of his fans—created a widespread attention but didn’t fulfill the expectations. Some, even argued, that this was a misusage, or betrayal of the memoir, yet, another question mark: In any way, the name of Koyuncu is fetishised, isn’t it? 
After 2005 a bunch of emerging young musicians and groups appeared on the scene. This resembled the re-embodiment of the popular music genre of 1970s, namely the “Anatolian Rock” in a different identity.  This movement is party influenced by Zuğaşi Berepe, a group founded by Kâzım Koyuncu in his initial years in music, and serving as a role-model for new followers. One of these, Marsis, an “ethnic rock” group (!),with a harder sound and attitude, interprets songs/folk songs in Laz, Georgian, Hemşin, and Turkish languages, and appears to have taken over the “mission.” Increasing number of Black Sea rock bands and singer/performers with similar sound and styles indicates also similarities with “Turbo Folk,” a controversial genre frequently mentioned in the neighboring countries. 
Conclusion
Inland-immigration process in Turkey, starting in the 1950s, built up its urban diasporas form the 80's on—with its consequent cultural hybridities. Among these, Black Sea (folk-based) songs were also subject to new interpretations in the shade of the so-called Anatolian Rock movements of the 60s and 70s. Starting either with pop or rock, this evolution took shape with the interaction of other actual popular genres, such as arabesque, and even techno, while the country was facing drastic changes in politics and economics, particularly after 1980. 

In 1990s, debates and negotiations on identity and ethnic recognitions flourished in Turkey—as elsewhere in the whole world experiencing the dawn of the Cold-War-driven Bipolar World System. Thereby, cultural symbols—signifiers of the entire life—such as songs sung in once restricted, censored, or even forbidden languages became more and more important, consequently, controversially fashionable. 

After the turn of the new Millennium, popular culture on one hand, manifold cultural studies and academic undertakings on the other, focus on the Black Sea region and its musical multitude in particular. As an iconic figure, Kâzım Koyuncu happened to be the locomotive of this momentum—his too early decease put a sad but quite effective sign thereupon. 

From 2010s onwards, many musicians—from folk singers to rock bands—keep on singing in Laz, Georgian and Hemşin languages, to start with, and not only in their root-regions or bigger cities with huge diasporas, but also in other, smaller cities with heterogeneous, common or mixed populations throughout Turkey. This music turned out to be far more than a flag for identity debates—moreover, it feeds the enthusiastic taste of everyone interested in cultural—or emotional—expression. For sure, this wonderful picture cannot be overseen by the harsh market forces—using, overusing, or misusing the identity discourses behind. Whatever comes true, will be witnessed in the flow of time; let the music sound!
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� 	A reference to Eric Hobsbawm’s ground-breaking paper might be considered. (Hobsbawm, 2006)


 


� 	The project was enhanced with an album released by the record label Bayşah, belonging to Bayar Şahin.  


� 	To give an example, Hülya Polat, a very popular female singer from the region, had sung an iconic Koçari song in Turkish which Koyuncu used to sing in Laz language, and this increased the appreciation of that song (and its culture) by masses.


�	Private conversation with İberya Özkan Melaşvili, Istanbul,  January, 2015. 





